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Abstract:
This presentation will examine the way in which between 1600 and 1800 a universal
social security system evolved in England. The Old Poor Law offered even the
poorest in the community effective protection from food scarcity and from personal
misfortune. It also contributed to labour mobility and facilitated inter-generational
financial independence. The system was created by central government statute,
funded by a mandatory local property tax. It was administered locally at the parish
level, while the fairness of its operation was monitored by the accessible but
impartial, centrally appointed but locally resident justices of the peace (magistrates).
It ran in parallel with a parish-based identity registration system established in 1538,
which provided the citizenry with legal security for their property ownership as well
as ensuring their entitlements to parish social protection. History demonstrates what
relatively low income agrarian economies can achieve in combining equitable
institutions with growth, provided central and local power is effectively harnessed to
this purpose.
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